Personal Papers
Learning from and with each other CLAIRE GRAHAM I decided that I no longer believed in God. A Moslem housewife, a Dominican monk, and a student rabbi reassured me. There was no need to worry, my faith would return. That was how I left a week of trialogue between three monotheistic religions earlier this year. Seventy people learning faith, understanding, and tolerance through discussion and cooperation and communal living at a conference centre on wonderful verse from Isaiah, "Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, never again shall they train for war." We studied the Koran, the Hebrew bible, and the gospels. We asked questions and others tried to answer them.
Up a narrow winding footpath behind the conference centre is a cemetery. Nothing that a little acupuncture treatment wouldn't cure. Enter the thin, bearded medical student lying on the bottom bunk. Small silver needles placed in the webs between first and second toes, two larger ones lateral to the tibia two Chinese inches below the patella-Zusanli point-a general tonic point; another couple neatly inserted two cun from the navel and a couple more on Hegu in the hands. The Chinese cabin staff didn't bat an eyelid. Such activity is the fried rice and prawns of the TransSiberian. Unfortunately the pain didn't take much notice either.
Novosibirsk. "What about a doctor?" "No, it will turn out to be gastroenteritis." "I've just read the acute abdomen (with final exams three weeks away and having done no Western medicine for three months this was the first attempt at revision) and I don't think it's appendicitis." "No, you can't walk with appendicitis." (You see, the Trans-Siberian reaches parts other train rides leave alone.)
Four hours from Omsk, 11 00 pm. Somebody's sign positive, somebody else's negative-guarding but not rigid. The pain was getting worse. Even the driver had caught a flavour of the drama, and we arrived in Omsk a quarter of an hour early. They had alerted the doctors. I was to be examined on the train.
Russian operation I had heard that the Russian middle aged population shared a tendency with the Italians-that is, a propensity to spread-but this was ridiculous. Swathed in Siberian coats and scarves, the question was would she, the doctor, get into the carriage-head on, sideways, or with a run up? Like a champagne cork she teetered tantalisingly at the door before finally arriving in a flourish. Shades of Mervyn Peake, but this was real and so was the huge metal tool box out of which came an ancient stethoscope. There was no mistaking the slow thoroughness of my examination and no doubting the decision. I was to go to hospital in Omsk.
Rushing through the pale Siberian night, through Omsk-city of Dostoevsky's exile--closed city without a cathedral ("so the foreigners wouldn't be interested to visit it anyway"). Omsk-city of the most wonderfully caring and efficient nurses and doctors, city of the surgeons in chefs' hats. Omsk with Goram, who saved my life more or less.
Lying still and peacefully, I surveyed the Russian intensive care unit, clean and white, all reuseable. I felt safe and cared for. I had known for some time that for the patient a good nurse is worth 10
